A Note 


On 


MYSORE SCHOOL OF 
BHARAT NATYAM 


By MAYA RAO 


[TRE praises of the rhythm in the beauti- 
ful Shila Balikas of Belur and Halebid 

have been sung far and wide, while the 
memory of the dancers who inspired the 
sculptors to carve this marvel has faded 
into insignificance. I am referring to the 
dancers in Mysore whose beauty and 
and harmony in movements have been mirrored 
in stone, while their successors have been for- 
gotton. Those silent dancers and musicians 
on the panels of the Hoysaleshwar temple, 
Belur, seem to tell a thousand tales about the 
interest taken in art by the Hoysala rulers of 
Mysore in the 12th and 13th centuries. In fact 
even a Hoysala queen Shantala Devi, is said to 
have danced in the pillared halls of the temple. 
After the Hoysalas the dynasties which 
followed have taken an active interest in the 
preservation of art. The Wodeyars especially 
have not - only maintained distinguished 
artists, dancers and musicians at the palace 
but also invited renowned artists from various 
parts of the country to perform at the Mysore 
palace and honoured them with befitting 
awards. The artists of the country deemed it 
an honour to be invited to the Mysore palace 
for a performance. Thus in the congenial 
atmosphere of the palace flourished a style of 
Bharat Natya which while resembling the 
Bharat Natya of Tanjore style has some 
distinctive features of its own. 


The beginnings of this school are yet to be 
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traced but from available material we know 
that this style has been in existence in Mysore 
for nearly 200 years and there have been a 
good many exponents who have won acclaim. 


The dancers engaged at the palace usually 
belonged to the families of temple musicians. 
Kavishwar Giriappa and Kashi Guru were 
the Gurus of Natya who taught a host of 
palace dancérs. Both of them were famous for 
the tradition of Abhinaya. They are spoken of 
with great reverence. 


After these veteran artists and teachers 
the next batch of teachers who established 
the standard of Bharat Natyam are Amritappa 
Appaya, Dasappa, and  Jetti Tayamma. 
Just as Ponnaiah, Chinnaiah, Vadivelu and 
Shivanandan, the celebrated brothers of Tanjore 
modified the already existing Dasiattam and 
Koothu and introduced a regulated system of 
items for Sadir Nautch so too teachers of 
Mysore set up a sequence of items for the solo 
performance of Bharat Natyam in the following 
order: Mangalam, Tirmanam and Alari followed 
by Sabdam, Varnam, Tillana and Abhinaya. 
Jetti Tayamma introduced Choornika. 


As the Maharajas were connoisseurs of 
art they patronised it not only as an 
entertainment but as something to be cherished 
and preserved. They employed dancers only 
after they were selected by a panel of 
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judges consisting of Sangeet Vidwans and 
scholars in Sanskrit and Aesthetics. The 
dancers were tested in all aspects of dance. 
Nritta, Nrityaand Abhinaya. Hence the girls 
who took to dancing underwent a_ very 
rigorous course so that after five or six years 
of training they would be fit enough to be 
presented before the panel for the test. Once 
they were appointed, the Asthana Vidushis were 
trained in theory by the Sanskrit pandits of 
the palace. So we find in the Mysore style 
of Bharat Natyam a wealth of Sanskrit slokas 
and Asthapadis rendered in Abhinaya. 


The traditional system of training students 
cf dance is interesting: 


The day the girl is initiated into 
the art of dance Sadhaka Puja is 
performed. The young student of 
dance is given new clothes to wear 
and all the friends and relatives of 
the girl besides the senior disciples 
of the teacher are invited for the 
ceremony. Puja is offered to the 
gods for the girl’s successful career 
after which the Tattu Muttu and 
other requisites for practising dance 
are blessed by the Guru and given 





conducting a performance of her 


to the girl. She wears her new dress 
and starts the first adavu, Tatta 
adayu on paddy spread on the floor. 


When the adavus are finished 
alariis taught and Alari Puja is 
performed. 


When the girl is trained suffi- 
ciently in rhythm and music Hoddigai 
Puja is performed and she starts 
dancing with accompaniments. 


At the completion of the 
dance course which consists of 
Mangalam, Tirmanam, Alari, Nilu- 
gade, Swarajati, Varnam, Tillana 
and Pada, Gajje Puja is performed. 
The Guru invites pandits and 
friends interested in the art to 
see his disciple’s performance on 
which occasion he ties jingles on 
her feet. 


This ceremony marks the commence- 
ment of her career as a dancer. She 
gives her first dance recital on that 
evening. 


The boys who are to become 
Natuvanaras later, undergo the same 
course of training. They too must 
observe Gajje Puja without which 
their traditional training is considered 
incomplete. 


The artists“ of the palace perform 
on functions like the Maharaja’s birthday 
celebrations, anniversary of coronation, Dasara 
celebrations etc. About half an hour is 
given to each artist. During Pujas they 
perform for longer hours. Usually an Asthan 
Vidushi is given a separate date to perform 
and intimation is given to her three or four 
days prior to the day of the performance. 


According to the tradition of the palace 
there should be no break in a dance recital. 
So when the dancer rests the musicians play 
Vuggudu Soodu, an interlude followed by Rati 
Barasu—an instrumental duet. The artists 
are graded according to their merits. Apart 
from monthly allowances, presents are given 
to them for their good performances. 


The dancers who have established a repu- 
tation by maintaining a good record of 
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performances at the palace are Jetti Tayamma, 
Chandravadanamma, Nagaratnamma of 
Bangalore, Bangalore Varalu, Putta Devamma, 
and their contemporaries like Tirumukkudal 
Sundaramma, Konamara Deviamma, Sundara- 
mma of Hassan, Ramamani and Jai Lakshmi. 
Tirumukkudal Sundaramma, the mother 
of Shri Chowdiah, the well-known violinist 
of Mysore, was a reputed exponent of Abhi- 


nayam. 


Jetti Tayamma was the daughter of 
Dasappa, a wrestler engaged in the palace 
during the time of Mummadi Krishnaraj 
Wodeyar. He was a_ learned person, 
well-versed in padas of Kshetragna which he 
sang beautifully. While Tayamma was a 
young girl of six years she showed such keen 
interest in dance and music that he started 
teaching her music and entrusted her to the care 
of Subbrayappa for dancing. After learning 
the Nritta part of dance from Subbrayappa 
she took further training in abhinaya 
under Asthan Vidwan Kavishwar Giriappa. 
She learnt Telugu Javalis and padams 
from Chandrasekhara Sastri and Kannada 
songs and Javalis from Karibasappa Sastri, 
popularly known as Abhinava Kalidasa. She 
was appointed a palace dancer at the age of 15 
and was a great favourite with all the Vidwans in 
the palace. As Tayamma had a sound footing 
in Sanskrit she drew largely from Amaru, 
Krishnakarnamritam and Gita Govinda, and 
Kalidasa’s works for Abhinaya. She introduced 
Choornika in dance, that is a_ prologue 
in Sanskrit describing the achievements of 
Bharat Muni. She had a wealth of choice 
Javalis and Padas both in Telugu and Kannada 
and later she composed Javalis even while 
performing. Sangeet Shastra Visharad, Asthan 
Vidwan Vasudevacharya presented her with a 
Vamana Stotra in Ragamalika. 


During the time of Chamaraja Wodeyar 
Tayamma gave up dancing for a time as she was 
dissatisfied with certain policies of the manage- 
ment. Nevertheless she continued to give 
performances of Abhinaya at home to her 
friends, mainly scholars who sat engros- 
sed through the long hours of the night 
thrilled with her poetic rendering of songs. 
Itis said that Chamaraja Wodeyar was once 
concerned with the deterioration in the 
standard of art in his state. So he held an 
assembly to judge the talents of his palace 
artists. Jetti Tayamma was also invited though 
she was no more a palace artist. She was 
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given only half an hour to perform but once 
she started she held the audience spell-bound 
for three and a half hours! The Maharaja felt 
sad that a great injustice had been done to a 
genuine artist owing to some maladjustments at 
the palace. He promised to reinstate her in the 
palace in a high position and rewarded her 
richly. 


Tayamma had a catholicity of taste and felt 
happy to Jearn anything new that appealed to 
her. She learnt the Hindustani style of music 
from artists visiting the palace and rendered 
thumries in abhinaya to the accompaniment of 
sarangi and tabla. She is said to have per- 
formed them with the ghunghat in keeping with 
the North Indian style of dance. 


Tayamma believed that Rasa abhinaya was 
the soul of dance as the spirit of the art comes 
from the dancer’s heart. So she laid more 
emphasis on Abhinayam. 


She maintained a rigid routine of practice and 


even at the age of eighty she was in good form. 
In 1945 at a function held at the Maharaja’s 
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College, Mysore, in her honour Dr. 
Radhakrishnan conferred the title of “Natya 
Saraswati” on Tayamma. 


Tayamma passed away in November 1947. 
Though she is no more, she has left behind her 
a living tradition of Bharat Natya which is 
being maintained by her disciples. 


Chandravadanamma, an excellent dancer 
was a great favourite with the Maharaja, 
Chamaraja Wodeyar. She was the niece of 
the palace musician Muniswamy from whom 
she learnt music. She learnt dancing from a 
visiting artist of Tanjore, and perfected her 
Abhinaya in Mysore. She had a rich reper- 
toire of Javalis both in Telugu and Kannada, 
and padas of Kshetragna. She was also known 
for the wealth of Jatiswarams, Tillanas and 
Varnams both Natya Varnams and Sangeet 
Varnams she had collected during her study. 
The Maharaja maintained her at the palace as 
he loved to listen to her music with the beauti- 
ful rendering of Abhinaya. But Chandravada- 
namma had such a variety that she would 
never repeat her ideas in Bhav even when 
requested by the Maharaja! 


As an artist and scholar Chandravadanamma 
was held in high esteem by Sangeet Vidwans 
and scholars. The dance teachers of her time 
would bring their disciples to her for approval 
prior to their appearance before the panel of 
judges at the palace as she was known for her 
frankness of opinion also. 


Nagaratnamma of Bangalore was a disciple 
of Kittappa. She was presented at the court 
of Chamaraj Wodeyar, who, pleased with her 
talents, rewarded her with a varnam. Her 
Guru Kittappa was also rewarded with a pair 
of diamond Todas. 


Bangalore Varalakshmi popularly known 
as Varalu was another disciple of Kittappa 
who attained fame as a talented dancer. She 
hailed from a family of dancers, learnt music 
from her grand-father Bagalur Krishnappa. 
She.was a scholar also, her house was a meeting 
place for artists and Vidwans whom she enter- 
tained with dance. 


Putta Devamma a retired palace dancer, 
aged 82 years now, proudly remarks: “I 
have seen three generations of Maharajas and 
a host of dancers. But Amritappa was the best 
of teachersI have seen.” Putta Devamma’s 
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Puttadevamma and Chikkadevamma 


family was formerly attached to Tippu Sultan’s 
palace but later shifted from Srirangapatna and 
settled down in Mysore. Putta Devamma’s 
mother and grandmother also were palace 
dancers. 


Putta Devamma had her training in dance 
from Appayya, Amritappa and Seshamma. Her 
contemporaries were Bellapur Subbamma and 
her daughters Bhavanamma and ‘Ser Kadalai’ 
Putthamma, disciples of Amritappa. Puttamma’s 
daughters Adi Lakshamma and Subbamma 
were taught by Arni Shamanna. They were 
engaged as palace dancers during the time of 
Krishnaraja Wodeyar IV and are later contem- 
poraries of PuttaDevamma. Putta Devamma’s 
daughter Chikka Devamma is also a retired 
palace dancer. She learnt dancing from 
Appayya and later from Jetti Tayamma. 


The dancers of the palace at present are 
Asthan Vidushis Venkatalakshamma, Sun- 
deramma and Chandramma. They are the 
disciples of Jetti Tayamma. 


While a set of dancers rose to fame under 
the patronage of the palace, another group of 
dancers flourished in the temple precincts. 
They were maintained by temples to perform 
on all festivals specially during the Rathotsava. 
Kolar, Bangalore, and Kadur districts have 
families of dancers, and in villages like 
Nelamangala, Kudur and Mugur there have 
been some prominent exponents. 


The dances performed in the temples 
had more Abhinaya than Jatis as they were 


largely influenced by Bhagvat Mela. The 
programme would start with Rati, a composi- 
tion of certain basic syllables, followed by 
Shiva Ashtapadis and Vishnu  Ashtapadis. 
The temple dancers were trained by Sanskrit 
scholars who gave exhaustive explanations of 
the slokas to disciples for their interpretation. 
Now and then teachers would test the ability 
of their disciples by asking them to give their 
own interpretation of the slokas. Temple 
dancers were well versed in both the devotional 
and secular aspects of dancing. While they 
danced and performed Abhinaya on devotional 
songs at the temples they demonstrated their 
proficiency in Nritta and Nritya at weddings 
and other social functions. 


As time passed the dancers found it difficult 
to maintain themselves on the meagre allot- 
ments made by the temples. So quite a few 
families migrated to the towns in search of 
better livelihood. Thus we find a number of 
families belonging to Nelamangala settled down 
in Bangalore and families from Mugur in 
Mysore and Tumkur. 


is Temple dancers 


Jaijaiamma, Kalamma and Kempamma are 
some of the well known temple dancers of 
Mugur. Jaijaimma, the grand-daughter and 
disciple of Amritappa, is at present employed 
as a dance teacher by the Coorg Academy. 
While Kalamma and Kempamma, disciples of 
Amfitappa are still living in Mugur. 


Kanchi Sadashiviah, an exponent of dance 
belonging to a family of musicians from 
Kanchi and Pandanallur came to Bangalore and 
taught a group of enthusiastic young artists. 
He had four main disciples—Venkata 
Subbanna, Kolar Kittappa, Kappaniappa 
of Mamulpet, and Hoskote Annaiappa. 


Kolar Kittappa was the only member of his 
family who took to dancing. After studying 
under Sadashiviah fora few years he started 
teaching in Bangalore. Nagaratnamma, and 
Varalu are two of his outstanding disciples 
among the girls. 


Puttappa and Gundappa two of Kitappa’s 


distinguished disciples have kept the tradition 
of the Mysore school of Bharat of Natya alive. 


of Nelamangala 
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Sri Gundappa 


Gundappa learnt Nritya from Kittappa and 
Abhinaya fromthe Mysore dancers. Though 
he is unable to dance now he _ performs 
Natuvangam. He has taught a number of girls 
in Bangalore. I was very happy to meet 
Gundappa and learn a good deal of facts about 
the Mysore style of Bharat Natya. He has 
intimate knowledge of both Tanjore and 
Mysore styles and has seen the recitals of 
almost all leading exponents. According to 
him the dance style in the state has been 
influenced by the Tanjore style during the last 
eighty years as Dasappa, Kittappa and others 
have introduced some items. The Alarippu was 
introduced after the Tanjore style. Whereas 
formerly the dancers performed an invocation 
like Rati or Pushpanjali. 


Gundappa has a collection of Natya 
Jatiswaras and Swara jatis and a number of 
slokas on Ganesh and Shiva besides the Javalis 
in Kannada. 


~ 


In conclusion I must say that the Mysore style 
of Bharat Natyam, like all other styles, has its 
unique qualities of aesthetic beauty and 
rhythmic patterns. I am happy to say that 
the disciples of Jetti Tyamma at Mysore, Smt. 
Venkatalakshamma, and Sundaramma and dis- 
ciples of Kittappa like Gundappa are carrying 
on the tradition by teaching enthusiastic 
students. 


A Bharat Natya recital in Mysore style 
today is presented in the following sequence: 


Pushpanjali—invocation— 
Ganesh Vandana 
Choornika—prologue. 


Sabha Pooja—seeking the blessings of the 
audience. 


Nilugade—Sthanaka. 

Alarippu. 

Swarajati 

Sabdam 

Varnam 

Tillana 

Abhinaya : on, 
Padas, Javalis in Kannada and Telugu 
and Sanskrit Slokas from Krishna 
Karnemritam, Gita Govind, Amaru 


Shataka, etc. 


The programme ends with a mangalam. 


